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7.0. Architecture of Z.O.O. Co-operative 

 

This chapter presents the architectural design of the buildings in Z.O.O. 

Project. It also focuses on the design process adopted by the architects at L’OEUF 

and the involvement of Z.O.O. members in it. Z.O.O. Co-op is a hybrid project 

consisting of both renovated and newly constructed buildings, which are first 

discussed in general in this chapter, followed by an account of the interior, exterior 

and communal spaces within the project. The design of these buildings is also 

analyzed with respect to the requirements and expectations of the Z.O.O. community 

members with this project. Finally, the design stage of the project is analyzed along 

with the role of the architects in this stage.  

 

7.1. Project Site  

 

Z.O.O. Project is located nearly in the centre of the Benny Farm Project, 

pushed towards Monkland Avenue on its north (fig. 7.1). The site for Z.O.O. Project 

is defined on its west by Cavendish Boulevard, a site for future housing on its south, a 

community garden on its east and a site for the future CLSC on its north side (fig. 

7.2). The site for the Z.O.O. Project is L-shaped with a total area of approximately 

3600 m2. Z.O.O. Project is at a walking distance from all basic amenities with the 

Benny Park on its north, the shopping area located along Sherbrooke Street on its 

south and is connected to public transport route along Cavendish Boulevard, all 

within one or two blocks radius. The project comprises the renovation of 30 existing 
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apartments and new construction of 16 units in 3-storey high buildings arranged along 

the periphery of the site. Each apartment building is accessible from the Cavendish 

Boulevard through a path leading off from the sidewalk. 

 

Fig. 7.1. Location of Z.O.O. Project within the Benny Farm Project, plan from Benny. 
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Fig. 7.2. Project Z.O.O., plan from L’OEUF. 

 

7.2. Design Process 

  

The first step in the design of the Z.O.O. Project was when architect Mark 

Poddubiuk from L’OEUF asked its members at the Young Parents Program (YPP) to 

develop a list of their “Dreams and Visions” (Appendix 1) based on their personal 

likes and dislikes about the spaces that they lived in and their expectations from this 

project. The members brainstormed during two sessions at the YPP with the 

assistance of Marcie Gibson using flip chart drawings followed by discussions, as 

Lina Gonthier remembers, 



 120 

We drew an apartment of what we would want it to be like, with 

whatever we wanted, it was just fantasy . . . We put what we would 

want, like you know, like a yard, swing sets, . . . a community kitchen. 

Whatever crazy [idea], terrace on the roof, anything, so we wrote it 

down and we started from there. . . . (Interview 4 Aug. 2005) 

 

The ideal spaces determined by the Z.O.O. members as presented in Appendix 

1 acted as a design program for the project that architect Mark Poddubiuk found very 

useful. According Gabriela Richman, Mark Poddubiuk had also asked other 

community groups to develop their own proposals for what they ultimately wanted in 

their housing and the one put forth by the YPP members was quite sophisticated as 

that they had thought of almost everything based on their experiences. Mark 

introduced this exercise at a very early stage in the project in winter 2001, even 

before the project was formally finalized or the site was selected. However, looking at 

these notes from the brainstorming sessions show that most of the ideas have been 

realized in the project, except those due to budget or space constraints. The design 

process followed by the architects during the renovation and new construction of the 

apartments in Z.O.O. Project is individually explained below. 

 

7.2.1. Renovation 

 

In terms of renovation of the existing buildings, Mark Poddubiuk explains that 

initially it was planned to renovate the existing buildings into 24 units only but it was 
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eventually decided to retain all the 30 units. The 30 renovated units are arranged in 

groups of 6 in each of the existing five, 3 storey high wood-frame and brick cladding 

buildings. The apartments in the existing buildings vary in size from 2 to 3-bedrooms. 

Mark thinks that what helped the most at the renovation stage, especially in getting 

the members excited about the project and in giving them an idea of how things will 

eventually turn out, was the renovation of a model home by the contractor very early 

on in the project. Mark feels that the clients of similar projects have a really busy 

schedule and generally do not obtain a clear understanding of the spaces by merely 

looking at the drawings on paper. A model home can be beneficial in such a situation 

where the clients can experience first-hand the spaces that they will inhabit in the 

future and make changes wherever needed. Mark feels that this is quite useful and an 

effective tool that should be used more often in community-based projects where 

possible. 

The members were consulted throughout the design process, even in the 

renovated units they were consulted in the layout of the apartments and the finishing 

materials they wanted to use. The members were given complete freedom to choose 

the style of doors, layout of the kitchen cabinets, hardware, light fixtures, color of the 

walls and tiles and so on. As Angela Campeau points out,  

[we] sort of got to custom design . . . [our] own apartments, you 

know and that’s something that you don’t often get to do, when you 

move into an apartment . . . and people were able to sort of match it 

with the color of their furniture they have. (Interview 12 July 2005) 
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Prior to the involvement with Z.O.O. Co-op project, L’OEUF had conducted 

several studies on the condition of the existing Benny Farm buildings. L’OEUF had 

also prepared a report on the restoration of the existing buildings entitled, Étude sur la 

Rénovation des Bâtiments Existants (Study on the Restoration of the Existing 

Buildings) in 2003 (figs. 7.3 and 7.4) (“Other”). All these preliminary studies guided 

the architects in their proposals for the renovation of the existing buildings as 

efficiently and affordably as possible. The renovation process was fairly 

straightforward as the apartments already existed and the only constraints were 

created due to the budgetary limits when a certain design feature or finishing material 

had to be changed due to price increase.  

 
Fig. 7.3. Condition of a partition wall in one of the existing buildings at the Benny 
Farm, photo from L’OEUF. 
 
 

 
Fig. 7.4. Opening in the interior surface of the exterior wall in one of the existing 
buildings at the Benny Farm, photo from L’OEUF. 
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7.2.2. New Construction 

 

Mark Poddubiuk explains that the new apartments provided both the 

community and himself with a blank slate to design something that would satisfy the 

user’s needs and the designer’s innovation. The community members’ desire to have 

spacious apartments, which could not be fulfilled in the case of the existing renovated 

units due to space constraints, was translated in the new buildings with larger 

apartments to suit the needs of large families. There are two types of apartments in 

the new construction buildings consisting of either 3 or 4 bedrooms. 

In order to preserve the heritage of Benny Farm, the 16 new units are 

constructed in similar wood frame and brick cladding buildings with the same height 

as the existing buildings. According to Mark Poddubiuk there were several 

constraints put forth by the landowner Canada Lands Company (CLC) and the City of 

Montreal to meet specific standards as well as budget issues that resulted in about 7 

proposals for the new building before its final approval. Mark Poddubuik talks about 

the complexity of the design process,  

there were a lot of meetings with the client in terms of reviewing 

because you know, we would design something that they were happy 

with but then Canada Lands didn’t accept that. So we would have to 

change it and go back to them and get them to agree to it because 

that’s what Canada Lands wanted and then we would send them to the 

contractor. We’d get a price, it would be too expensive so we would 
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have to redesign it again and then go around the circle again and get 

everybody to agree to it. (Interview 14 Sept. 2005) 

 

 A simple example of the ‘design battles’ that the community members and the 

architect fought over with the landowner was the fencing of the open area adjacent to 

the buildings for the security of the children living in the co-op. There is going to be a 

new CLSC (health centre) constructed right next to the Z.O.O. buildings and a public 

path that goes around their property line, hence it was an important concern for the 

safety of young children in the co-op to protect trespassers from entering Z.O.O.’s 

property. Angela Campeau points out that there are 46 families in the co-op with 

more than one child and hence it was a genuine concern on their part. CLC resisted 

this plea in an effort to maintain the overall open appearance of the Benny Farm 

Project but after several deliberations, the CLC agreed to allow the fencing of the area 

adjacent to the Z.O.O. Co-op buildings. This fencing has provided additional 

backyard space for young children to play safely, as can be seen in figs. 7.5 and 7.6 

and will be planted with vines and creepers in the coming year to soften the look of 

the fences. This action of fencing their property for security reasons by Z.O.O. Co-op 

has now also been replicated by other co-ops in the Benny Farm Project (Angela, 

Interview 7 Nov. 2005). 
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Fig. 7.5. A view of the rear side of Z.O.O. Project’s renovated buildings next to the 
site for future CLSC showing fencing of the property, photo from personal images. 
 

 

Fig. 7.6. A view of the fenced area at the rear of Z.O.O. Project next to the 
Community Garden showing its use as a play area for young children, photo from 
personal images. 

 

The design process adopted by Mark Poddubiuk in the case of Z.O.O. Project 

was based on the participation of its members throughout its development. He had 
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regular meetings with the members to discuss various design possibilities and the 

community members were involved in the final decisions. Mark Poddubiuk also 

points out that there was a good working relationship between the architect and the 

clients based on mutual trust and respect and both understood each other well. This is 

resonated with the satisfaction that the Z.O.O. members have experienced with the 

designs and services of the architects throughout the project.  

Following the process involved in the design of the buildings in Z.O.O. 

Project is an analysis of the interior, exterior and communal spaces as discussed 

below in detail for both the renovated and new construction buildings in the Z.O.O. 

Project.  

 

7.3. Interior Spaces 

 

The Z.O.O. members’ showed a desire for the interior spaces of their new 

apartments to be spacious, well lit with good heating and ventilation and ample 

storage space, among other specific needs during the brainstorming sessions at the 

Young Parents Program. ‘Big’ is the repetitive word throughout their list as given in 

Appendix 1, which signifies their dissatisfaction with the restricted and overcrowded 

housing situation that they were living in.  

For the bedrooms the Z.O.O. members were mainly concerned was their size 

and location. In the case of the renovated building with small existing apartments, the 

bedrooms were made bigger depending upon the need of different families by 

knocking down a partition wall between two smaller bedrooms. The apartments in the 
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renovated buildings are for smaller families with 2 or 3-bedrooms while the new 

construction caters to the needs of bigger families with 3 to 4-bedroom apartments. 

The apartments in the existing buildings are arranged in groups of six (Six-plex), with 

two apartments per floor around a central staircase as designed by architect Harold 

James Doran in 1946. Architect Mark Poddubiuk has designed the new apartment 

buildings in harmony with the existing buildings. The existing and new buildings 

have three storeys with a basement, which is not designed for habitation in the case of 

the existing buildings.  

The plans of the new construction buildings as shown in fig. 7.7, depict their 

similarity with the existing buildings of having a central staircase giving access to 

either one or two apartments per floor since the new buildings have both single and 

double storey apartments. The corner buildings in the new construction have one 

single storey apartment on every floor (as shown in grey in fig. 7.7) and one double 

storey apartment on every alternate floor with a total of 6 apartments per building. 

The middle building has all double storey apartments with a total of 4 units. All the 

half-basement apartments in the new construction are also designed for wheelchair 

access for people with physical disabilities.  

The bedrooms in the new construction are planned in clusters away from the 

living and dining areas in the single storey apartments or on a separate floor 

altogether in the double storey apartments. The master bedroom is a little bigger in 

size than the other bedrooms, which have moderate sizes. The 3-bedroom apartments 

have a single bathroom while the 4-bedroom apartments have one full bathroom and a 

second toilet in the new construction (fig. 7.8). The 4-bedroom apartments in the new 
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construction have large living areas and a separate dining and kitchen areas while the 

3-bedroom units have a combined living and dining area adjacent to the kitchen (figs. 

7.9 and 7.10). All the renovated and new apartments are unfurnished as decided by 

the Z.O.O. members but have been designed to accommodate appliances like the 

laundry machines in the future. The kitchens are of good sizes with double sinks, 

ample storage and counter space as required by the members.  

 

Fig. 7.7. Floor Plans of the new buildings in Z.O.O. Project, plan from L’OEUF. 
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Fig. 7.8. View of a full-bathroom in one of the new apartments, photo from personal 
images. 
 

 
Fig. 7.9. View of a kitchen in a 4-bedroom apartment separated from the living room, 
photo from personal images. 
 

 
Fig. 7.10. View of a kitchen in a 3-bedroom apartment opening into the living area, 
photo from personal images. 
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Both the existing and new construction apartments have been designed for 

getting maximum light and ventilation in the interior living spaces. As mentioned 

before, architect Harold James Doran had designed the buildings with exposure on 

three sides in most apartments with large windows increasing access to light and 

cross-ventilation indoors. The architects at L’OEUF have designed the new buildings 

similarly for getting maximum natural light inside the apartments. The windows in 

the case of the renovated buildings have been retained in shape and size and only the 

frames have been replaced. The new construction also respects the shape and size of 

the windows and ventilators in the existing buildings to maintain the overall harmony 

of the buildings. Figs. 7.11 to 7.14 show interior views of the living, dining and 

bedrooms in the newly constructed apartments. These figures show the brightness of 

these spaces because of the large windows, which are double-glazed for thermal 

insulation but can be opened during the summers for cross ventilation within the 

apartments.  

 

Fig. 7.11. View of a living room in one of the new 4-bedroom apartments, photo from 
personal images. 



 131 

 

Fig. 7.12. Living room in a new 3-bedroom apartment, photo from personal images. 
 

 

Fig. 7.13. Dining area in a new 4-bedroom apartment, photo from personal images. 
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Fig. 7.14. View of a typical bedroom in the new apartments, photo from personal 
images. 
 

7.4. Exterior Spaces 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.15. Views of the existing and new construction (extreme right) buildings of the 
Z.O.O. Project from Cavendish Boulevard, photo from personal images. 
 

 



 133 

The exterior façade, volume and proportions of the new buildings have been 

designed by the architects at L’OEUF to match the existing buildings originally 

designed by architect Harold James Doran in order to maintain the overall harmony 

of the Benny Farm Project as can be seen in fig. 7.15. All the buildings in Z.O.O. 

Project have 3 stories plus basement reaching a height of 11 meters. The exterior 

façade of the renovated and newly constructed buildings is clad in bricks with large 

window openings of the approximately the same shape and size. The bricks in the 

case of the existing buildings needed repair and replacement during the renovation 

and the only change in the front façade before and after the renovation, as can be seen 

in figs. 7.16 and 7.17, has been in the extension of their entry areas making room for 

the mailboxes for each apartment. In the case of the new construction, the entry areas 

have been extruded from the rest of the buildings to accommodate the mailbox areas. 

All the doors in the existing buildings including the main entry doors to the buildings 

and the access doors to the apartments were also replaced. 

 
Fig. 7.16. Front elevation of an existing building before renovation, photo from 
personal images. 
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Fig. 7.17. Front elevation of an existing building after renovation, photo from 
personal images. 
 

Every apartment in the renovated and the new construction buildings is also 

equipped with a balcony and an exterior staircase. The preliminary studies conducted 

by L’OEUF on the existing buildings showed that the condition of the existing 

balconies was unacceptable. The existing buildings had a secondary interior staircase, 

which was again not according to the current building codes. The architects proposed 

a new exterior staircase incorporated with new balconies made out of painted steel 

and new concrete foundations. The new balconies are also a little bigger in size than 

their predecessors and instead of separate window and door leading to the balcony 

space, big glazed sliding doors have been installed in the renovated buildings, as per 

Z.O.O. members’ requirements. Figs. 7.18 and 7.19 show the before and after 

situation of the balconies in the renovated buildings. The Z.O.O. members in their list 

of requirements also wanted safe and wide balconies with French sliding doors, 
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which were incorporated in the new designs as well and give access to private open 

space to the families (fig. 7.20). 

 
Fig. 7.18. Balconies in existing buildings before renovation, photo from personal 
images. 

 
Fig. 7.19. Balconies and exterior stairs after renovation, photo from personal images. 
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Fig. 7.20. View of the sliding doors leading to the balcony in one of the new 
apartments, photo from personal images. 

 

The buildings of Z.O.O. Project enclose a courtyard, facing Cavendish 

Boulevard as can be seen in fig. 7.21. All the buildings are accessible from the 

sidewalk through independent paths leading to individual buildings. The paths going 

through the courtyard are also provided with lamps for night vision. Ramps are 

provided for the apartments on the half-basement level of the new construction 

buildings, which are wheelchair accessible for the families having people with 

disabilities as seen in fig. 7.22. The property line on the sides and the rear is enclosed 

with a fence for the safety of the children living in the co-op. There is a path running 

through the fenced-in area and provides additional space for young children to play as 

shown in fig. 7.23. The close proximity of Z.O.O. Project to the Community Garden 

on its rear side provides access to the families with an opportunity to have their own 
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garden to grow (fig. 7.24). Most families of the Z.O.O. co-op have a plot in this 

community garden and participate actively in the growing season.  

 

Fig. 7.21. Courtyard enclosed by the buildings in Z.O.O. Project, photo from personal 
images. 

 

Fig. 7.22. Ramps leading into the main building for wheelchair accessible apartments 
on the half-basement level, photo from personal images. 
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Fig. 7.23. Fenced property area in Z.O.O. Project on the rear and the sides of the 
buildings, photo from personal images. 
 

 

Fig. 7.24. A view of the Community Garden located on the rear side of the Z.O.O. 
Project, photo from personal images. 
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7.5. Communal Spaces 

  

The common open and enclosed spaces like the mailbox area, stairs, etc are 

the joint responsibility of all the co-op members and are taken care of by Z.O.O.’s 

Maintenance Committee. There are no spaces for the communal activities within the 

project yet due to limited funds, however, Z.O.O. members have future plans for 

transforming the basement space of the renovated buildings for various communal 

activities. The first project on their list is to develop a big common kitchen where 

they can cook collectively. The women were involved in the activity of collective 

cooking at the Young Parents Program and want to continue it when it is financially 

possible develop a kitchen in the project. Other possibilities for communal interaction 

in the future include a recreation area for adults and a playroom for children with 

daycare space. The disuse of the basement space in the existing buildings by architect 

Harold James Doran has been beneficial in providing the Z.O.O. members with space 

where they can fulfill their future plans for communal activities on an incremental 

basis. 

 

7.6. Innovation  

 

The architects at L’OEUF have also introduced through this project an 

innovative approach towards affordable housing by religiously incorporating energy 

efficiency systems in both the renovated and new buildings. Even in the old 

buildings, energy efficient heating and ventilation systems have been made a part of 
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the overall renovation. The existing roofs had to be completely redone and the new 

roofs were designed to include plumbing, insulation and ventilation systems. Fire and 

moisture insulation were incorporated in the renovated units. The plumbing system 

was completely replaced and new ventilators were added for bathrooms and kitchens. 

Mark explains that 95% of these kinds of old buildings have electric baseboards for 

heating purposes. However, in the renovated buildings of Z.O.O. project, high 

efficiency hot water heating systems have been introduced. In addition to this, the 

renovated buildings have a ventilation system, which is not a strict requirement of the 

building codes.  

In the design and planning of the new buildings, energy efficiency and 

sustainability has been taken yet to another level. Mark Poddubiuk’s partner, Daniel 

Pearl has been involved in this aspect of Z.O.O. Co-op, which forms a part of a larger 

project titled “Greening of the Infrastructure Project at Benny Farm” or “Green 

Energy Benny Farm (GEBF)”20. GEBF proposes the “integration of buildings, 

infrastructure and community-driven housing development” (L’OEUF) and its first 

phase will benefit three housing non-profits in the Benny Farm project including 

Z.O.O. Project along with Co-op Chez Soi and Habitations Communautaires NDG 

(HCNDG). The project will be developed and managed by another non-profit 

community based utility company comprising representatives from the above-

mentioned non-profits. It employs energy systems between and within the selected 

                                                
20 GEBF has been recently awarded the Gold prize by the Holcim Foundation 

for Sustainable Construction on September 30, 2005 (L’OEUF). Holcim Foundation 
is a Swiss-based organization formed in 2003 to promote innovations in architecture, 
engineering and construction for a sustainable future (Holcim). 
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buildings providing sophisticated energy savings and sustainable development within 

the Benny Farm project. Salient features of the project include,  

geothermal heat exchange, hybrid glycol/electric solar power, radiant 

heating, and both air- and water-based heat recovery. Water systems 

involve grey-water and storm-water reuse, wetland treatment and 

percolation, and sub-grade water-table recharge. These systems are 

interconnected and mutually dependent. (L’OEUF) 

 

In addition to environmental benefits, these energy systems are designed for 

long-term affordability in terms of energy savings and costs. For example, use of 

water in this system will be reduced by more than half with direct benefits to the 

residents in monetary savings (L’OEUF). Another innovation introduced by the 

architects was the recycling and reuse of the old bricks in the renovation and new 

construction of the project. The energy savings are also ensured in the case of the 

renovated units where similar mechanical and heating systems have been employed to 

maximize efficiency.  

 

7.7. Mark Poddubiuk’s Approach Towards Community-

Based Architecture 

 

So what motivates L’OEUF to pursue community-based projects that are more 

time consuming and demanding than other housing projects? Mark mentions that the 

motivation for doing community-based projects stems out from his personal interest 
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that he shares with his partner Daniel Pearl. Housing is something that Mark finds of 

deep interest and although he has worked with private developers on a few occasions 

in the past, he finds that experience quite unpleasant. He points towards that an 

inherent difference between private market housing and community-based housing is 

of not knowing the end-user in the case of housing by a private developer. He finds it 

disturbing to design for some arbitrary user that he’s never even met or ever going to 

meet and to work with the developer to design something from a purely marketing 

point of view with its selling potential as the guiding principle for the design. On the 

other hand, Mark compares working on community-based projects to designing a 

house but on a larger scale with more than one client. This experience is both 

satisfying and sometimes demanding but at the end of the day he is involved in 

working with people who will be living in the buildings designed by him and who 

initiate debates and discussion during the design process. The methodology adopted 

by L’OEUF for community-based projects in Mark Poddubiuk’s own words,  

the way we have made it work for us is that . . . we will work with the 

community group or an organization or a non profit and help them get 

a project started for very little . . . [or] no fee on the understanding that 

if their project does . . . actually happen to go ahead they’ll hire us to 

do their work. So it is an investment that we make, from a purely 

business point of view, rather than spending money taking, you know, 

a lot of people out for lunch or advertising, . . . I invest . . . in . . . 

projects in the community and sometimes we lose money and 

sometimes we make money on it. . . . (Interview 14 Sept. 2005) 
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This strategy adopted by L’OEUF towards community-based projects, adds 

additional responsibility as compared to other architectural firms. In addition to 

providing architectural services, L’OEUF also works with the community 

organizations in developing their project’s proposal, schedule, funding possibilities 

and determining the course of action for these projects. Mark mentions that they end 

up doing a lot more work at the preliminary stage of the project to help it get off the 

ground (Interview 14 Sept. 2005). 

 

7.8. The Role of L’OEUF in Z.O.O.’s Design 

 

Architects Mark Poddubiuk and Daniel Pearl at L’OEUF have together led 

Z.O.O. Project in a most innovative fashion to more than just a social housing project. 

Mark Poddubiuk has been involved with the Z.O.O. Project since its inception in 

2001 and in the Benny Farm project from even before. L’OEUF’s involvement in the 

project has been of a unique nature as it got involved in the project long before the 

GRT Groupe C.D.H., by incorporating Z.O.O. Project in their proposal for the Benny 

Farm Redevelopment Project and also by preparing initial proposals on behalf of 

Z.O.O. to get Government subsidies and funding for the project.  

Mark Poddubiuk involved the community right from the beginning by asking 

them to prepare a list of things that they associated with indoor and outdoor spaces to 

determine the housing program (Appendix 1). The list included dreams and visions 

the Z.O.O. members associated with ideal living spaces. As mentioned before the 
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Z.O.O. group came up with a comprehensive list of ideas, several of which were 

incorporated in the final designs. This was an important achievement for these young 

mothers to have their ideas accepted by the architect in his final proposal.  

Mark Poddubiuk’s concern for community involvement did not end there, as 

the Z.O.O. Co-op members were included in every decision at every step of the way. 

L’OEUF’s approach towards sustainable design was translated in both the renovated 

and newly constructed buildings, making Z.O.O.  the most energy efficient affordable 

housing project in Canada (Z.O.O.). The energy efficiency of these buildings will 

bear fruit in the long-term for the Z.O.O. community in terms of less expenditure on 

achieving thermal comfort. This aspect of the project also qualified Z.O.O. Co-op for 

receiving funding and subsidies for its realization under various programs. This 

exemplifies role of the architect in community-based projects, whereby the architect 

while including the community in all the decisions, introduces innovative ideas into 

the design with ultimate benefits for the community.  

Moving to these apartments has been an improvement in the living conditions 

of the families in Z.O.O. Co-op, which previously inhabited cramped and unhealthy 

units at much more higher costs. The members were looking for affordable housing in 

a good communal setting. Z.O.O. Project’s location in the Benny Farm Project makes 

it an attractive neighborhood with historic significance. The architects for this project 

worked with the community right from the start and devised imaginative ways to 

design this project with both short-term (funding) and long-term (energy savings) 

benefits for the community members, making them the proud owners of this unique 

project.  




